Human natural killer cells.
Human natural killer (NK) cells comprise 10 to 15% of peripheral blood lymphocytes, characterized by their morphologic appearance of large granular lymphocytes (LGLs) and phenotype CD3- CD56+ CD16+ or CD16-. Functionally, these cells are defined by their ability to lyse target cells without prior sensitization and without restriction by major histocompatibility (MHC) antigens. These cells play an important role in immune defenses, especially after hematopoietic transplantation. They contribute to the defenses against virus-infected cells, graft rejection, and neoplasias; they also participate in the regulation of hematopoiesis through cytokine production and cell to cell interaction. In this mini-review we attempt to summarize the most relevant findings about these cells in terms of their origin and differentiation, their cell surface characteristics including activation and their cytolytic pathways. We have also provided a brief approach of their potential clinical use. Increased knowledge of NK cell differentiation, ontogeny and regulatory mechanisms may be of use for the planning of immunotherapeutic strategies.